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ANDREA DELLA ROBBIA^S ASSUMPTION OF THE 
VIRGIN IN THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM. 

[Plates XXII, XXIII.] 



This beautiful altar-piece came into the possession of the Metropoli- 
tan Museum in 1882. It was purchased through the late James Jack- 
son Jarves of Florence, who represented it to be a Luca della Robbia 
which once adorned the private chapel of the Duke of Piombino. It 
has not hitherto been reproduced or carefully described. 

Having occasion to examine photographs of the works of Luca, of 
Andrea, and of Giovanni della Robbia, I soon recognized in this monu- 
ment unmistakable signs of the hand of Andrea. This opinion was 
strengthened on finding that a similar attribution had been made by 
Cavallucci and Molinier in their volume upon the Della Robbia (p. 
283), and became a conviction when I examined the monument itself 
and the valuable collection of Renaissance photographs which Mr. E. 
D. Adams has recently presented to the Museum. An examination of 
the altar-piece reveals the fact that, at some time in its history, it had 
received considerable injury and that portions had been not merely re- 
paired but replaced. Thus, the Virgin^s head and hands, the head of 
one of the cherubs, the heads of the three monkish saints, and portions 
of at least four feet, are quite modern. Even where minor injuries had 
been received, mere abrasions of the enamel, the monument had been 
most brutally doctored for sale by the use of white lead, which was 
smeared in large masses over the surface. The greater portion of the 
monument, however, has remained untouched, and traces of its once 
brilliant coloring in matters of detail still remain (plate xxii). 

The Framework, — Total height, 118 J inches; width, at centre of 
architrave, 80 inches. The base, which probably constituted the cor- 
nice of a predella, measures, upper length, 88 inches ; lower length, 
80 J inches ; height, 5 J inches ; and consists of four blocks with four 
ornamental mouldings. The pilasters, with capital and base, measure 
65f inches in height ; capital, 8^ inches ; shaft, 53^ inches ; base, 4J 
inches. The bases are richly ornamented upon the scotia as well as 
upon the tores. The shaft is decorated with a graceful floral design 
422 
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less conventional in character than upon similar altar-pieces attributed 
to Andrea. The same design is used for both pilasters ; but, owing 
to a defect in the baking or to a modification of the scheme of propor- 
tions, the two lower blocks of each pilaster are not precisely similar. 
As a consequence, the design terminates differently at the capital, and 
is not enclosed at the top by the flat fillet as in other similar works. 
Traces of gold remain upon the egg-and-dart ornament of the left 
pilaster. The architrave is 5 inches high, was made in four blocks and 
consists of two fasciae surmounted by a Lesbian cyma. It is decorated 
with a twisted band, an astragal and heart-leaf ornament. Traces of 
gold remain upon the two lower mouldings. The cherub-frieze is six 
inches high, and is constructed of six blocks neatly joined together. 
The frieze ends abruptly on both sides without architectural frame- 
work. The cherub-heads project from a background of dark-blue, 
and though delicately modelled in all details were made more striking 
by the use of color. The irises of the eyes are copper colored, and 
the pupils dark-brown. The upper and lower eyelashes are marked 
with blue. These colors were applied before burning and remain dis- 
tihct. The details of the hair and wings were brought out by the 
use of red and brown paint applied after the burning, and remain 
only in traces. The glories about the cherub-heads were probably 
gilded : no color was applied to the faces. The sculptured tympanum, 
containing two angels bearing the Virgins^ crown, is skillfully con- 
structed of six pieces. The ground is colored dark-blue beneath the 
glaze. Traces of color are found upon the angels^ eyes, hair, wings, 
also upon the collars and borders of their robes and upon the hang- 
ing bands. The angels^ wings were modelled to the minutest detail, 
and nevertheless seem to have been brilliantly painted with red and 
gold. The jewelled crown was also painted. Even the inner circle 
of the crown was decorated with a very delicately incised scroll-work, 
which is invisible except upon close examination, and which could be 
made evident to the spectator only by the use of color. Traces of 
red and blue paint are also found on the framework of the tympanum 
and the rosettes and palmette at its crown. 

The Central Panel, — The central panel, representing the Virgin ris- 
ing in a glory of angels in the presence of four saints, is constructed of 
more than thirty pieces, and forms very nearly a perfect square, measur- 
ing 65f inches in height, and 66^ in breadth. The Yirgin^s head and 
hands, and the head of the second cherub from the top to her right, are 
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modem. So also are the three uncovered heads of the standing saints, 
part of the right foot of the bishop and the three feet of the saints to 
the right. In regard to these portions which we call modern, it may 
be observed that the glaze is harder and has greater reflecting power 
than that of the rest of the monument, and is less pure, being speckled 
with extraneous matter. These modern heads are peculiar in being 
detached from their bodies, in having protruding eyeballs, blue irises 
and blue pupils, blue upper eyelids (instead of blue eyelashes), and 
short upper lips. They are, moreover, unparalleled in the works of the 
Delia Robbia, are lacking in spiritual quality, and exhibit the anomaly 
of monks with unshaven heads ! 

This central panel exhibits a more polychromatic character than is 
usually attributed to the works of Andrea. The blue of the elliptical 
mandorla is lighter than the surrounding ground, the panels of the sar- 
cophagus are imitations of a green and of a dull-violet marble ; the 
leaves of the flowers on the Virgin^s sarcophagus are green, the centres 
of the roses and rosettes, the clasps and knobs of the book, and the let- 
tering on the disk held by one of the saints, are yellow. All of these 
colors are beneath the glaze and are permanent ; so is the coloring of 
the eyes of all the figures. In addition, we find traces of superficial 
coloring on the hair, wings, garments, and trumpets of the angels, upon 
the border of the Virgin^s robe, and upon the bishop^s mitre, crozier, 
hanging band, and the border of his garment.^ 

The questions that arise most prominently in a study of this work 
are : (1) the recovery of the types of the four heads that have been de- 
stroyed ; (2) the identification of the figures of the saints ; (3) the ques- 
tion of its authorship and date. 

Fortunately, there are other monuments by means of which the 
original character of this altar-piece may be more adequately re- 
stored. In the Chapel of the Madonna in the Cathedral at Arezzo, 
there is an Assumption^ in which we see precisely the same Virgin, 
This recovers a far more expressive and beautiful head for her figure 
in this altar-piece. Precisely the same S. Francesco, holding his cross 

^ From Beokgniaet, Traite des Arts ceramiques, ii, p. 56, we learn that the white 
enamel consists of silica, 49.65; alumina, 15.50; chalk, 22.40; magnesia, 0.17; iron, 
3.70 ; carbonic acid and loss 8.58. The yellow is made from lead and antimony, the 
green from copper, and the dull-violet from manganese. 

* Described by Pasqui, La Oattedrale Aretina, p. 143; photographed by Alinaei, 
No. 9411. 
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in the same way, is represented in a chapel of the church at La Verna.^ 
For fhe figure holding the disk, we find a close analogue in one of the 
altar-pieces in the same chapel at Arezzo.^ Though inferior in quality 
it preserves the same type. The praying monk I have not been able to 
restore with the same security. But, strangely enough, the same Vir- 
gin-chapel at Arezzo furnishes us with two figures of a praying saint, 
without distinctive attributes, in which we may recognize, not without 
some hesitation, the same individual that figures in our altar-piece. 
This figure appears in the retable representing the Trinity,^ and again 
under the organ -gallery by the side of the tablet representing the Vir- 
gin and Child.^ We select the former, since the saint here appears in 
connection with the same bishop represented on our altar-piece. These 
restorations, which are reproduced on plate xxiii, were selected from 
three separate collections of photographs, my search being directed 
merely to analogies of pose, attributes, drapery, and style of execution. 
It was not a little gratifying to discover that these analogous figures were 
found in a single chapel at Arezzo and in the neighboring church at 
La Verna, since, on several other grounds, I had already connected 
the monument with the same locality. 

With this clue, we may now proceed to the identification of the 
standing saints. The first on our left is not, as Cavallucci affirms,^ 
S. Agostino, but S. Donato, the bishop of Arezzo. He appears upon 
both altar-pieces in the Virgin-chapel at Arezzo, where he may be iden- 
tified by the presence of the carnivorous beast who devoured him.^ In 
describing one of these altar-pieces, Vasari identifies this bishop as S. 
Donato.^ His identification in this instance could hardly fail to have 
been correct, as S. Donato was buried in the Cathedral under the high 
altar, which was figured with reliefs picturing the life of the martyr 
bishop. This altar attracted the notice of Vasari,^^ and the reliefs were 
attributed by him to Giovanni Pisano. The same bishop may be re- 

^ Cavallucci et Molinier, Les Delia Bobbia, Catalogue No. -329 ; Alinari, Cat. 
of Photos, No. 6031. 

* Cavallucci, o. c, No. Ill ; Alinari, No. 9413. 

** Cavallucci, o.c, No. 110; Alinari, No. 9412. 

®Pasqui, 0. c, p. 143; Alinari, No. 9410. 

^ Les Delia Bobbia, p. 283. 

® A painting of the martyrdom of.S. Donato, by Pietro Benvenuti in the Cathedral 
of Arezzo, is described by Pasqui, La Catt. Aret^ pp. 106-108. 

^ Vasari, Vite, etc., edit. Milanesi, ii, p. 179. 

10 Vasari, o. c, i, p. 310; Alinari, Nos. 9389-9397. 
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cognized at LaVernain the grand altar-piece representing the Madonna 
della Cintola.^^ This suggests to us that the retable in the Metropoli- 
tan Museum was originally designed for some church or monastery in 
this region in which S. Donate, bishop of Arezzo, was regarded as 
patron saint. 

Near S. Donate stands S. Francesco, who is clearly enough recog- 
nized by the stigmata in his hands and feet, by his wounded side and 
the cross he bears. He was a favorite subject with the Delia Robbia,^^ 
who made many representations of him for Franciscan churches and 
monasteries. He is appropriately placed by the side of S. Donato,^^ 
for was it not in the immediate neighborhood of Arezzo, in the lonely 
Alvernian mountains, that he received the stigmata,^^ and founded one 
of the most important monasteries of his order ? His position in the 
immediate presence of the risen Virgin is also most appropriate, of 
whom the gifted Thomas of Celano says : " With unspeakable love 
did Franciscus regard the mother of Jesus, because she gave us the 
Lord of Majesty for our brother ; he paid her special songs of praise, 
poured himself out to her in prayers and brought to her evidences of 
a love so full and deep that no human tongue can tell of it. But this 
delights us niost; he made her the Intercessor of the Order and placed 
under her wings, for her everlasting guardianship, the sons whom he 
must leave behind.^^ ^^ The significant position given to S. Francesco 
in this monument suggests a connection with some Franciscan church 
or monastery not far from Arezzo. 

This supposition is strengthened by the observation that the other 
standing figures are both Franciscan monks, who have been canonized 
as saints. The first is undoubtedly S. Bernardino of Siena, who may 
be recognized from the tablet ^^ which he holds in his hand. He was 

" Cavallucci, 0. c, No. 335 ; Alinari, No. 6027. 

^* CAVAiiiiUCCi mentions thirty-three representations of S. Francesco, viz., Cat. Nos. 
7, 55, 96, 108, 122, 132, 135, 139, 167, 168, 177, 187, 188, 199, 216, 222, 273, 304, 311, 
317, 319, 326, 329, 332, 335, 344, 345, 394, 444, 471, 473, 481. 

^^ In the Madonna della Cintola at La Verna, S. Francesco appears in the same 
association. 

1* Mrs. Jameson, Legends of the Monastic Orders^ p. 245. 

^^ Opera, vol.-ii, in, Cat. 127, p. 280; quoted in Thode, Franz vonAssm, p. 103. 

^' Mrs. Jameson, Legends, etc., p. 293 ; Lord Lindsay, Sketches of the History of 
Christian Art, vol. I, p. 147. Both Mrs. Jameson and Lord Lindsay describe these 
tablets as inscribed with the ^ || S ; but in this monument the letters are plainly 
V H S, as also in the retable in the chapel of the Madonna del Soccorso in the Cathe- 
dral of Arezzo. Consequently, we suggest that they may refer to the Virgin as Virgo 
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a Franciscan of the strongest type, and is frequently represented in 
connection with S. Francesco in the sculptures of the Robbia school. 
He entered the order of the Observants when it was a small body, 
but such was the power of his preaching and the vigor of his dis- 
cipline that, on his death in 1444, the Observants counted 250 clois- 
ters. During the next half-century, this number was largely increased, 
both in and out of Italy. The chief Franciscan monasteries belonged 
to this order. S. Bernardino is appropriately represented in the posi- 
tion of honor in this monument, not only because he was Vicar-Gen- 
eral of the powerful order of the Observants, but because of his close 
association with the Franciscan adoration of the Virgin.. She had 
transformed his poor voice into a perfect organ, and he never ceased to 
be her advocate.^^ As in both altars in the chapel of the Madonna in 
the Cathedral of Arezzo, so here S. Bernardino is found in connection 
with S. Donato ; an indication that this altar-piece was, in all proba- 
bility, originally intended for some Observant Franciscan church in 
or near Arezzo.^^ 

We are not so fortunate as to be able to identify the fourth saint. 
His attire indicates that he is a Franciscan. His folded hands and the 
rosary evince his humility and his adoration of the Virgin. For such 
qualities, as well as for his preaching and miraculous powers, was S. 
Antonio of Padua revered. His jurisdiction as Provincial of Romagna 
extended to the immediate neighborhood of Arezzo. If we wish a 
more local saint, the inscription on the urn called il deposito di S, Sa- 
tiro in the Cathedral of Arezzo ^^ will furnish us a long list of names. 
But which of these minor saints would have been placed with S. Do- 
nato, S. Francesco, and S. Bernardino as a witness of the Assumption 
of the Blessed Virgin ? 

Representations of the Assumption, found in ivories and manuscripts 
as early as the ix to the xii century ,^^ figure prominently in Francis- 

^owi7Mim>S'wcciir8or, a specifically Franciscan conception emphasized by S. Bernardino. 
Compare Thode, Franz von Assist, p. 477. If, however, we accept the V as a Y, the 
traditional interpretation may be preserved. The monogram then reads Yesus Homi- 
num Salvator. This rendering of the Greek monogram for I H C V C is commonly 
attributed to S. Bernardino : see Hulme, Symbolism in Christian Art, pp. 51, 52. 

17 Wetzer u. Welte, Kirchenlexicon : art. Bernardhin von Siena, and Franciscan-' 
erorden. 

^^ The foundation of the church of Sta. Maria delle Grazie, just out of Arezzo, is 
attributed to S. Bernardino. 

^^Pasqui, La Catt. Aretina, pp. 115-17. 

^^RoHAUiiT DE Fleury, La Sainte Vierge^ pis. LViii, LXiii. 
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can churches from the day when Cimabue established the type by his 
famous fresco representing the Virgin carried to Heaven in the presence 
of the Apostles for the choir of S. Francesco at Assisi.^^ Such composi- 
tions were especially developed by the Sienese artists, and seem to have 
been carried to Arezzo by Pietro Lorenzetti in 1345. In the old Cathe- 
dral of S. Donato (Sta. Maria della Pieve), in a fresco on the vault of 
the apse, he seems to have modified the type by increasing the relative 
importance of the Apostles.^^ This fresco was so much admired as to 
have led to a painting for the high altar of the same church, in which 
the Virgin and Child were represented between S. John Baptist and 
S. Matthew on the one side, and S. John Evangelist and S. Donato on 
the other.^^ We might expect, therefore, that the Della Eobbia monu- 
ments of this neighborhood would have preserved this type.^* 

We are now prepared to consider the question of the authorship and 
date of our altar-piece. It is hardly necessary to affirm that the monu- 
ment could not have been made by Luca della Robbia (1400-1482). 
The framework represents a stage too advanced in architectural deco- 
ration, the composition is too elaborate, the proportions too normal, the 
technical execution too far removed from the marble and bronze style 
that characterizes Luca^s productions even, when he worked in terra- 
cotta. Besides, we do not know of another altar-piece or of a rep- 
resentation of the Assumption which can with certainty be attri- 
buted to Luca. Nor can we attribute it to Giovanni della Robbia 
(1469-1529) : at least it cannot be classed with his polychromatic, 
rococco works of the sixteenth century, when all his important 
works were likely to be signed. However, when we bear in mind that 
the beautiful font in the sacristy of Sta. Maria Novella ^^ in Florence 
is an authenticated work of Giovanni of the year 1497 ; and that it is 
equally well authenticated that Andrea himself in the year 1515 made 
a polychromatic and highly pictorial Presepio for the Hospice of Sta, 
Maria in plan di Mugnone ; ^^ it is by no means an easy matter to attri- 
bute a monument of this character to its rightful author. Nor do we 
gain much light if we inquire which of the two was more likely to have 
been employed to represent the Assumption ; for, in the Catalogue of 
Cavallucci and Molinier, where the attributions are in most instances 

2' Thode, 0. c, p. 472. 22 Vasari, i, p. 474. '-^^ Vasari, i, p. 475. 

2* Such, in fact, is the case with the Madonna della Cintola at La Verna, and the 
altar representing the Madonna and Child in the Cathedral of Arezzo. 
25VASARI, II, p. 193. ssy^g^Rj^ ij^ p. 180. 
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carefully made, we find the Assumptions equally distributed between 
the two. These may be arranged as follows : — 

I. Assigned to Andrea and his atelier, 

1. Andrea. 

(a) Tympanum from convent of Sta. Chiara. Academy, 

Florence. Catalogue No. 98. 
(6) Large Eetable, La Verna. No. 335. 

(c) Eetable from Piombino. Metropolitan Museum, New 

York. No. 481. 

2. Attributed by others to Andrea. 

(d) Eetable. Brotherhood of S. Francesco, S. Siefano a 

Campoli, No. 304. 

3. Atelier of Andrea. 

(e) Portion of a Predella. Academy, Florence. No. 100. 
(/) Eetable from Poggio Imperiale. S. Kensington Mu- 
seum. No. 384. 

II. Assigned to Giovanni and his atelier, 

1. Giovanni. 

(a) Large Tabernacle. Capuchin church, Barga. No. 132. 
(6) Large Tabernacle. Convent, Barga. No. 135. 

(c) Eetable. S. Silvestro, Pisa. No. 229. 

2. Attributed by others to Giovanni. 

(d) Eetable. Citta di Castello. No. 162. 

(e) Medallion. Loggia of Hospital, Ceppo. No. 235. 

3. Atelier of Giovanni. 

(/) Eetable. Collegiate church, Fojano, in Valdichiana. 

No. 198. 
(g) Eetable. Franciscan convent, Sta. Maria a Ripa, 

No. 319. 

III. Not assigned to either, 

1. Large relief. S. Bernardino, Aquila. No. 109. 

2. Tabernacle. Over door of a house, Poppi. No. 240. 

3. EeiBble. Parish church, Porrena. No. 244. 

4. Tympanum. San Giovanni. Oratory of the Virgin. No. 283. 

5. Eetable. Church at Sta, Fiora nel Monte Amiata, No. 312. 

6. Large Eelief Spitzer Collection. No. 474. 

To this list we may add the organ-gallery relief in the Madonna- 
chapel, Arezzo Cathedral. 
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As the material is not before us for a critical review of the attribu- 
tions of Cavallucci and Molinier, we must attempt some other method 
of ascertaining the authorship of this monument. In his account 
of Luca della Robbia, Vasari makes special mention of the works of 
Andrea. He mentions the marble framework ^^ for Spinelli^s paint- 
ing at S. Maria delle Grazie, just out of Arezzo ; a retable for the 
chapel of Puccio di Magio^^ and a Circumcision^ for the Bacci family 
in S. Francesco, Arezzo ; a retable in Sta. Maria in Grado ^ and in the 
Compagnia della Trinita/^ both in Arezzo ; also many altar-pieces, 
not enumerated, in the church and other places of Sasso della Vernia.^^ 
Yasari^s testimony in attributing these monuments in and about Arezzo 
to Andrea has a peculiar value, since Arezzo was his native town, and 
his meeting, when a boy, with the aged Andrea made a deep impression 
upon his youthful mind.^ Now it is these very monuments in the 
neighborhood of Arezzo that furnish us with strictly analogous com- 
positions,^* containing figures of nearly identical treatment, and set in 
frameworks of precisely similar character.^ We have already seen 
how completely we may restore the lost heads by means of others pre- 
served in the monuments of this region. There is scarcely another 
detail, which, if lost, might not be similarly restored. In the monu- 
ments from this district, we notice a singular absence of works attri- 
buted to either Luca or Giovanni. Andrea seems to have here enjoyed 
a monopoly, and that at a time, apparently, when he had attained the 
highest point in his artistic development. 

Is there any way by which we may reach a definite notion of the 
time when these beautiful works were executed ? Unfortunately, the 
archives of Arezzo and LaVerna, if they have anything to reveal, have 
not yet been published, so we must arrive at our conclusion by some less 

*^ Cavallucci, No. 114. 

^® Probably the Virgin and Child altar-piece, removed to the Madonna-chapel of the 
Cathedral. See Cavallucci, p. 90, and No. 111. 

*®No longer preserved: see Vasari, ii, p. 179, No. 2. 

^ Cavallucci, No. 115. 

^^ Cavallucci, No. 110 ; now in Madonna-chapel of the Cathedral. 

3« Cavallucci, Nos. 326-338. ^sy^g^j^j^ jj^ p, 131 

^* Compare the altar-piece of the Virgin and Child and the relief of the Assumption 
in the Madonna-chapel of the Cathedral at Arezzo ; and especially the Madonna della 
Cintola at La Verna. 

^5 Compare the retable in the Campo Santo at Arezzo ; the Annunciation and the 
Adoration reliefs at La Verna. 
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direct process. We are informed by Dr. Bode ^ that the chapel for which 
the Annunciation and the Adoration of the Child at LaVerna were made 
dates from the year 1479. As the figure of S.Francesco at LaVerna, of 
which we have an exact replica on our altar-piece, was designed for a 
niche in the same chapel, we have thus afforded us an approximate date 
for our monument. If the retable at Berlin/^ which comes from the 
region about Arezzo, be correctly assigned to the year 1470, then our 
altar-piece, which exhibits greater architectural and plastic ability, may 
well have been the product of Andrea^s activity when he had added 
ten years to his experience. At this time, Luca was an old man of 
eighty, and Giovanni a mere lad eleven years of age. We may with great 
security extend the period of Andrea's labors for this region, since it is 
not until 1489 that we have a record of his labors elsewhere.^^ During 
the decade 1479-1489, we may believe were made many of the monu- 
ments with which he enriched the city of Arezzo and its neighborhood. 
During this period, the youthful Giovanni was serving his apprentice- 
ship and may have assisted his father in many an architectural frame- 
work, for in his first authenticated work, the beautiful font in the 
Sacristy at Sta. Maria Novella (1497), we find mouldings of an elabo- 
rate and highly decorated character resembling very closely those 
which surround Andrea's altar-piece in New York. 

Allan Makquand. 
Prineeton University, 

Note. — The attribution of this altar-piece to Andrea leads us to 
assign to Andrea the following works as well : (1) The Assumption 
in the Madonna-chapel at Arezzo ; (2) the S. Francesco at La Verna ; 
(3) the Virgin and Child altar-piece in the Madonna-chapel at Arezzo. 

The injury sustained by our monument seems to have been due to 
anti-Franciscan and especially to anti- Assumption prejudice. We 
may suppose this to have occurred after its removal from the region 
of Arezzo, since similar monuments in this locality have remained 
untouched. 

^Jahrbuch d, k. pr, Kunstsammlunfjen^ xvii, p. 207 ; Italimische Bildhauer d. Benais- 
sancCj p. 81. 

3^ Bode, Besehreibung der BUdwerke der ehristlichm Epoche, p. 38. 

3^For the Opera of the Cathedral at Florence. The Archives at Pistoja (1505), 
Viterbo (1507-1508), and Plan di Mugnone (1515), witness his activity in various 
quarters. 
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